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For Gwyneth and Katherine


PREFACE

THE BOOK YOU HOLD IN YOUR HANDS IS THE FRUIT (POSSIBLY toxic) of years of labor by the Cassandra Institute’s worldwide cadre of researchers. It could literally save your life—perhaps more than once. We apologize in advance if it fails to do so.

Our original aim was purely academic: to produce a comprehensive and authoritative inventory of the perils, menaces, threats, blights, banes, and other assorted pieces of Damoclean cutlery that—according to those most qualified to offer guidance on such matters—currently hover over humanity. But almost immediately after beginning our review of the data our dedicated staffers had amassed, we reached the inescapable conclusion that—for our planet and all of us who inhabit it—the End was far nigher than anyone had previously anticipated. It was our urgent duty, we quickly realized, to publicize our apocalyptic findings as widely and persuasively as possible.

Furthermore, we recognized the need to present the alarming information our research had uncovered in a volume whose heft and gravitas would ensure that the admonitions it contained would not go unheeded, and whose handy, search-friendly layout would make it as easy (but not nearly as hazardous) as rolling off a log for our readers to identify the hundreds of grave and immediate risks facing them every day, and, in those rare cases where corrective strategies are actually available, to take appropriate steps to avoid or mitigate the danger.

With that goal in mind, a hastily convened meeting of the Institute’s Board of Advisers concluded that, because of the ease of perusal that an alphabetized, cross-referenced, and thoroughly footnoted text provides and, frankly, the sense of authority that such a format automatically commands, the ideal vehicle for conveying the often literally earthshaking results of our inquiries would be the encyclopedia.

In reaching its decision, the Board was mindful that the term encyclopedia is derived from enkiklios (“general”) and paidea (“knowledge”), a pair of words in Greek, the traditional language of calamity, which also contributed the word paranoia—not to mention apocalypse, catastrophe, cataclysm, hecatomb, and all of the countless phobias—to the English vocabulary.

Nor did our advisers fail to remind us that the first true encyclopedia was Naturalis Historia, or Natural History, the extraordinary compendium of ancient knowledge assembled by the great Roman writer Pliny the Elder. The earliest version of his thirty-seven-volume masterwork was published between 77 and 79 AD, and his zeal for cataloging the earth’s wonders was a constant inspiration to us. But, sadly, Pliny also serves as a haunting harbinger of the fate that awaits those who choose to ignore the hazards—hidden or not so hidden—lurking everywhere in the natural world he studied so obsessively.

In August of 79 AD, while Pliny was correcting, revising, and adding new material to his manuscript in the seaside town of Misenum, where he was stationed as a commander of the Roman fleet, the great volcano Vesuvius that dominated the coastline a short distance to the south began to erupt. Ever the curious scholar, Pliny resolved to get a firsthand look at the spectacular geological phenomenon and set off toward Herculaneum in a small boat. As his flimsy craft approached the shore, it was repeatedly pummeled by hunks of pumice, cascades of red-hot cinders, and lumps of molten rock falling from the sky. Warned by his helmsman to head back to the safety of their home port, he refused, uttering the timeless phrase FORTES FORTUNA ADIUVAT (“Fortune favors the brave”). He died the next morning, probably of suffocation, on the beach at Stabiae, a little less than five kilometers from the doomed city of Pompeii. We at the Cassandra Institute salute his memory, but feel compelled to echo the caution voiced long ago by that savvy unheeded helmsman with a Latin phrase of our own: PULLUS PARVUS RECTE DIXIT (“Chicken Little was right”).

—Henry Beard and Christopher Cerf


A

abdominal cramping. See: sushi, sashimi, and ceviche.

abortion, accidental. See: parsley.
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abstinence. Abstinence is the one method of birth control or protection against sexually transmitted infections that is considered morally acceptable by a significant number of the world’s religions. And, on a more practical level, as Planned Parenthood points out on its website, it is the only way “to be absolutely sure that you won’t have an unintended pregnancy or get a sexually transmitted disease (STD).”1 It’s hardly a surprise, therefore, to hear doctors such as Joanna K. Mohn of the New Jersey Physicians Resource Council assert that “abstinence is the best and healthiest” safe-sex choice.2

But, in your quest for a long and robust life, should you follow her advice? Well, according to noted British epidemiologist George Davey Smith, M.D., D.Sc., and his colleagues at Bristol University and Queen’s University of Bristol, the answer is a resounding no. In a decadelong study published in the British Medical Journal, Davey Smith and his associates tracked the mortality and sexual behavior of 918 middle-aged males and found that the men who reported the lowest “orgasmic frequency” rate died off twice as fast as those who experienced the most orgasms.3 Follow-up research, codirected by the University of Bristol’s Shah Ebrahim, Ph.D., not only validated Davey Smith’s results, but also demonstrated specifically that men who have three or more orgasms a week are 50 percent less likely than those who don’t to die from a heart attack or a stroke.4 And a fourteen-year study conducted at the College of Public Health at the National Taiwan University produced convincing evidence that sexual activity was inversely proportional to mortality rates not only for men, but for women, too.5

The bad news about abstinence doesn’t stop there. A landmark study led by Monique G. Lê of the French National Institute of Health and Medical Research found that women who never engage in intercourse, or do so only rarely (less than once per month), have a significantly increased chance of contracting breast cancer.6 And, in a much-quoted article entitled “Is Sex Necessary?,” Forbes magazine’s Alan Farnham cites research, “some rigorous, some less so,” suggesting that failing to have sex at least once or twice a week is also associated with, among other things, a less robust immune system, an increased risk of prostate cancer, higher incidences of depression, and, in postmenopausal women, vaginal atrophy. Clearly the time-honored cliché “The safest sex is no sex” needs further examination. See: birth-control pills; condoms; “safe sex”; sexual activity; and sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).

accelerated puberty in females. See: bisphenol A.

acoustically toxic homes. See: wind turbine syndrome.
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acrylamide. Acrylamide, an industrial chemical widely used in the manufacture of cement and for treating raw sewage, is a known carcinogen and neurotoxin. So you can imagine the dismay that greeted the surprise discovery, by a team of Swedish scientists in 2002, that substantial concentrations of this altogether unappetizing substance are present in many of the things we really like to eat. Acrylamide, it turns out, is formed whenever carbohydrate-rich, starchy foods are fried, toasted, roasted, or baked. The Swedish researchers found that potato chips, baked potatoes, and french fries contain particularly worrisome amounts of the toxic compound, and to a lesser degree so do cookies, breads, and breakfast cereals.7 According to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, acrylamide is also lurking in coffee, cigarette smoke, and black olives, and (perhaps offering some consolation to anyone with a taste for junk food, a hot cup of java, and a smoke) it shows up in whopping amounts in prune juice.8

“This is not just another food scare. This is an issue where we find a substance that could give cancer, in foods, and in significant amounts,” Jørgen Schlundt, the director of the World Health Organization’s Food Safety Program, told ABC News shortly after the Swedish results were announced.9 Schlundt’s worst fears were confirmed in 2007 when a study by the University of Maastricht in the Netherlands established “a direct link” between acrylamide and uterine and ovarian cancer, and demonstrated that women who consumed 40 micrograms of acrylamide a day (roughly the amount in a medium-size bag of potato chips) had twice the cancer risk of their naughty-nosh-averse peers.10

And if that’s not enough to concern you, consider this: The consumption of acrylamide has also recently been linked, by researchers at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine and Iona College in New York State, to neurodegenerative diseases in the brain, including Alzheimer’s;11 and, in a Polish study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, to an increased risk of atherosclerosis and heart attacks.12

To be fair, not all the news about acrylamide is depressing: Scientists are reporting steady progress in finding ways to reduce the amount of the toxin produced when foodstuffs are manufactured or prepared.13 But what can you do to protect yourself in the meantime? Well, the website RawFoodLife advises that you avoid cooked foods altogether. “Cooking anything at all that contains proteins combined with sugar or carbs creates acrylamide,” they warn. Such foods include “almost all fruits and veggies,” they add ominously, so even “being a vegan or vegetarian doesn’t protect you!”14

If that’s too radical a proposition for your taste, you might prefer the following recommendations from well-known Los Angeles nutritionist Alyse Levine, M.S., R.D.: “Completely eliminate French fries and potato chips from your diet,” or at the very least, cut down on them; “avoid overcooking or using extremely high temperatures when cooking foods”; and “scrape the darker crumbs off toast and other baked items before consuming them.”15

Shape magazine contributing editor Cynthia Sass, M.P.H., R.D., agrees with Levine, and also has a few constructive tips of her own to add. “Wrap burgers in crisp lettuce leaves in place of buns,” she suggests; “opt for steamed brown rice instead of roasted corn or potatoes”; snack on fresh fruits instead of cookies; and forgo that second cup of morning coffee in favor of “a tall glass of H2O.”16

And, of course, as Mary Ann Johnson, Ph.D., of the American Society for Nutrition points out, if you’re a smoker, avoiding acrylamide poisoning offers you one more good reason to quit.17

See: food, undercooked; lettuce; brown rice; fruits, whole; bottled water; tap water; quitting smoking.

activists, finger-wagging. See: Nanny Statism.

acute lymphocytic leukemia. See: candlelight dinners.

ADD/ADHD. See: bisphenol A; food containers, plastic; soy.

adware. See: malware.

aerosol/chemtrails plasma weapons. See: tectonic nuclear warfare.
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agflation. Agflation is a term coined in 2007 by financial analysts at Merrill Lynch to describe the alarming escalation in food prices that was occurring at the time—a trend that was briefly interrupted by the 2008 global banking crisis, but that resumed with equally worrisome intensity in 2010 and 2011. In an article called “The Agonies of Agflation,” The Economist attributes the soaring prices of international agricultural commodities to climate-change-influenced crop failures, increased consumption of feed-dependent protein-intensive diets in the developing world, wider use of expensive fertilizers, and last but hardly least, government-subsidized fuel-substitution programs, such as the production of corn-based ethanol, that are forcing up the price of crops used to feed people and livestock.

Agflation, the magazine points out, not only contributes to overall inflation; it also has a pernicious tendency to crowd out purchases of nonessential products, particularly in countries where the cost of food represents a significant percentage of disposable income, like China (33 percent) and India (46 percent).18 Long term, falling demand throughout non-agricultural sectors of the economy increases the risk of factory closings, layoffs, and widespread unemployment.

In the meantime, the more immediate and visible impacts of rising food prices, as the New York Times noted in a June 2011 article, are “worsened hunger for tens of millions of poor people, and destabilizing politics in scores of countries, from Mexico to Uzbekistan to Yemen. The Haitian government was ousted in 2008 amid food riots, and anger over high prices has played a role in the recent Arab uprisings.” Gawain M. Kripke, policy director of Oxfam America, calls attention to the heartbreaking fact that almost one billion people around the world do not have enough to eat. “That’s almost certain to increase as prices rise, especially if they rise in an aggressive manner, which they are.” Kripke also cautions that the recent price spikes were symptoms of environmental and market pressures on world food supplies and a “polite warning” of worse such disruptions to come. “We may get much more rude warnings soon,”19 he adds ominously.

Clearly agflation is no picnic, but in terms of its purely economic consequences, it’s only one factor in a more pernicious form of price and market disruption known as “biflation.” See: biflation. See also: biofuels.
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air fresheners. “Air fresheners have become a staple in many American homes and offices,” notes the Natural Resources Defense Council, “marketed with the promise of creating a clean, healthy, and sweet-smelling indoor atmosphere.” However, the Council warns, “many of these products contain phthalates (pronounced thal-ates)—hazardous chemicals known to cause hormonal abnormalities, birth defects, and reproductive problems.” NRDC reports that it independently tested fourteen different commercially available air fresheners, none of which listed phthalates as an ingredient, and “uncovered these chemicals in 86 percent (12 of 14) of the products tested, including those advertised as ‘all-natural.’”20

As if that weren’t bad enough, a recent study conducted by scientists at the University of California, Berkeley, and the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory found that, in addition to phthalates, many widely marketed air fresheners also contain ethelyne-based glycol ethers, which are classified as hazardous pollutants by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, and terpenes, a class of chemicals that are not in themselves toxic, but that research indicates may react with ozone in the air to produce a number of toxic compounds.21 (Note: According to the UC Berkeley–Lawrence Berkeley researchers, ozone is the primary constituent of smog, and can enter your home from “infiltration of outdoor air.” It is also produced indoors by copying machines and laser printers, and, ironically, by room air-purifying machines that purposely emit ozone to cleanse the very air whose quality you were aiming to improve with your air freshener.22) See: laser printers; room air purifiers.

air purifiers. See: room air purifiers.
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airplane cabins. Surfaces inside airplanes could make you sick, specifically your airline seat and the restrooms, warns world-famous University of Arizona microbe hunter Charles P. Gerba, Ph.D., in an article published on the popular women’s health website Lifescript.com. “There are no rules and regulations about disinfecting restrooms or [seat-back] trays between flights,” Gerba says. “We’re talking about 50 people per toilet—which can make airplane restrooms just about the germiest place ever.”

So, if you have to fly, what can you do to protect yourself? Gerba advises you to pack a carry-on bottle of hand sanitizer (make sure it’s no larger than 3.4 ounces so you’ll be able to get it through airport security!) and a package of disinfectant wipes. When you sit down, clean the armrests and your tray table with one of the wipes, Gerba says. Use the hand sanitizer after using the restroom. In addition, Lifescript offers travelers the following tidbit of Gerba advice: “Say ‘no, thanks’ to reusable airline pillows or blankets, which could still be contaminated with the germs of previous passengers. Instead, pack a wrap and your own inflatable pillow or neck rest.”23 See also: airplane seat pockets; crossing your legs; hand sanitizers, alcohol-based.
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airplane seat pockets. Airplane seat pockets are such a biological hazard that they require special attention, even from folks already knowledgeable about protecting themselves from the microbial threats presented by the restrooms, armrests, tray tables, pillows, and blankets one regularly encounters while flying (See: airplane cabins). According to Douglas Wright of Budget Travel magazine, “reaching into that pocket is akin to putting your hand in someone else’s purse and rummaging among their used tissues and gum wrappers. Toenail clippings and mushy old French fries are even nastier surprises that have been found in seat pockets.” If you want to avoid contracting a cold, the flu, or something far worse, Wright advises, “avoid stashing things in the seat pocket,” or, if you absolutely insist on doing so, bring along a plastic bag in which you can place magazines and other personal items to shield them from contamination.24 (Take care not to touch the outside of the plastic bag once it’s been in the seat pocket!) One question Wright doesn’t address, by the way, is what to do if an aircraft emergency requires you to consult the airline safety card that’s customarily stored in your seat-back pocket. Here’s hoping you never find yourself in a position where you have to confront this difficult conundrum.

airport screening procedures. See: Nanny Statism.

algorithmic trading. See: flash crash.

alluvial litter. See: beach, a day at the.
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aluminum. “Aluminum poses a very serious danger to the human body,” warns the Internet-based organic health information service, the Global Healing Center. “It can make you very ill.” For example, the Center points out, “Some people are allergic to aluminum and will develop a skin rash (contact dermatitis).” But, frankly, that’s the least of your worries. Far more serious health problems with “possible” links to aluminum toxicity, according to the Center, include malfunction of the blood-brain barrier, autism and learning disorders in children, mental retardation in infants, stomach and intestinal ulcers, gastrointestinal disease, Parkinson’s disease, speech problems, hyperactivity, liver disease, headaches, heartburn, nausea, constipation, colicky pain, premature osteoporosis, lack of energy, anemia, and flatulence.25 In addition, although the results remain inconclusive, the aluminum present in antiperspirant deodorants—which, it’s been theorized, enters women’s bodies through the nicks they incur while shaving under their arms—has been linked in some studies to increased rates of Alzheimer’s disease26 and breast cancer.27 (For more about aluminum-based antiperspirants and their possible connection to Alzheimer’s and breast cancer, see: deodorant sprays, antiperspirant.)

And if that’s not enough to depress you, perhaps this will: In addition to antiperspirants, aluminum is present in a dizzying variety of other products we use every day, including astringents, baby powder, baking powder, buffered aspirin, cake mix, cookware, dentures, diarrhea remedies, foil, food containers, hemorrhoid medications, lipsticks, nasal sprays, processed cheese, self-rising flour, table salt, talcum powder, vaccines, and vaginal douches. Furthermore, the Global Healing Center warns, “acid rain breaks down aluminum in the earth which then runs off into our water supplies” and contaminates the seafood we eat. Indeed, aluminum is so ubiquitous, there’s almost no way we can avoid it completely.28

But, says NaturalNews.com, there are many things we can do to limit unnecessary exposure. Among their suggestions: “Avoid aluminum-can beverages altogether.” “Avoid aluminum cookware and opt for cast iron, glass, or copper cookware instead.” “Use wax paper instead of aluminum foil.” And “buy baking powder that is aluminum free.” In addition, NaturalNews.com points out, “discerning consumers” can find good deodorant products that don’t contain aluminum.29

Nonetheless, recommends the Global Healing Center, “since there is really no way to be 100% aluminum free, it’s best to measure and remove [it] from your body.” Luckily, the Center’s founder and research director, Dr. Edward F. Group III, has created two products to help you do just that—“The Aluminum Heavy Metal Test” ($22.95), a simple at-home checkup you can perform on yourself to see if your levels are within safe parameters, and “Dr. Group’s Heavy Metal Cleanser” (the starter kit costs only $199.95), which can help you remove aluminum and other metallic poisons from your tissue. You can learn more about these products by visiting Global Health Center’s website, at www.globalhealingcenter.com. The goal, the Center reminds us, is to flush aluminum residues “before they have time to do serious damage to your body.”30

America, decline and fall of. See: Nanny Statism; superpower collapse soup.

America, fructosification of. See: sugar.

ammonia-treated meat products. See: “slimeburgers.”

anaphylactic shock. See: condoms, allergic reactions to.

animal feces, liquefied. See: tap water.

anisakis worms, parasitic. See: sushi, sashimi, and ceviche.

anthrax, pulmonary. See: runny nose.
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antibacterial and antiviral products. Antibacterial and antiviral sprays, soaps, deodorants, and kitchen and bathroom cleaners; toothpaste and mouthwash with “germ-fighting” additives; microbe-resistant toys, blankets, pillows, clothing, and shower curtains; and even antibacterial chopsticks—all of these products are proliferating like wildfire these days. It’s easy to understand why: The public (quite appropriately!) has become far better educated about how easily and rapidly not only colds and the flu, but also more serious infectious diseases like SARS, hepatitis A, meningitis, and tuberculosis, can spread throughout the population. But, unfortunately, this is a case where the cure is literally far worse than the disease. Why? Well, for one thing, a growing body of research has revealed that the overuse of antibacterial agents is creating a whole new generation of superbugs (q.v.), resistant not only to the agents themselves, but also to antibiotics. The problem has become so pressing that the Canadian Medical Association has actually called for a ban on all antibacterial household products.31

And that’s hardly the only issue: Most antibacterial products contain triclosan or triclocarban, chemicals that, according to Gina Solomon, M.D., M.P.H., a senior scientist at the Natural Resources Defense Council, “pollute our rivers and streams, are toxic to wildlife, can enter and accumulate in people’s bodies, and disrupt hormone systems.”32 “In a study of male rats, Dr. Solomon informs us, triclosan caused “decreased sperm count” and “damage to the reproductive system,” and “disrupted the production of androgens”—the hormones responsible for promoting the development of male sexual characteristics. “The reason I care about male rats,” she adds, “is that male humans have identical hormones and hormone-responses.” So what can we do to protect ourselves? “Read the ingredients on your products,” Dr. Solomon advises, “and get rid of anything containing triclosan or triclocarban.”33 (Precisely how she proposes you should “get rid” of these items without further “polluting our streams and rivers,” and “poisoning our wildlife,” is a question she leaves for another day.) See also: toothpaste, antimicrobial.

antiperspirants. See: deodorant sprays, antiperspirant.

anxiety, relaxation-induced. See: meditation.

Apophis. See: Asteroid 99942 Apophis.
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apple juice. According to Mehmet Oz, M.D., host of television’s highly popular Dr. Oz Show, “Some of the best known brands in America have arsenic in their apple juice.”34 How did it get there? “American apple juice is made from apple concentrate, 60% of which is imported from China,”35 the Dr. Oz Show website explains. Indeed, in just one package of juice, “there can be apple concentrate from up to seven countries. Although arsenic has been banned in the U.S. for decades, it’s not always regulated in other countries where it may be in the water supply or used in pesticides contaminating the juice you’re giving to your children.” Dr. Oz points out that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has established a limit on how much arsenic is permissible in drinking water—10 parts per billion. What so greatly alarms Dr. Oz is that, when his show had three dozen samples from five different brands of apple juice tested, ten of the samples—that is, almost a full third of them—were found to contain amounts of arsenic higher than the EPA’s limit for water.36

The Food and Drug Administration has taken issue with Dr. Oz’s apple juice warning, noting, among other things, that Dr. Oz’s tests didn’t distinguish between inorganic arsenic and organic arsenic, which passes through the body more easily and is therefore less dangerous.37

But Dr. Oz has no use for such distinctions. “The FDA should not allow more arsenic in our apple juice than we allow in our drinking water,” he maintains.38 Patty Lovera, assistant director of Food & Water Watch, agrees. “There’s no doubt that The Dr. Oz Show investigation into arsenic levels in apple juice shocked a lot of people, especially parents who consider apple juice to be a nutritious staple in their kids’ diets,” she says. “It is unacceptable that a toxic chemical like arsenic is allowed to contaminate our food and drink, and we all need to demand higher standards of protection for our families.”39 (Note: Arsenic is far from the only health hazard presented by apple juice, or, for that matter, by fruit juices in general. For details, see: fruit juice.)
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apple seeds. With all the fuss about the dangers presented by the high sugar content of apples, and the risks posed by the pesticide residues frequently found on apple peels (See: apples), perhaps the greatest health danger presented by the fruit—that its seeds contain deadly cyanide poison—is often overlooked. And, as Cecil Adams points out in his nationally syndicated Straight Dope column (which, as Adams himself notes, has been “fighting ignorance since 1973”), inattention to this little detail can “most certainly do you in.” Specifically, Adams writes, the fruits of all members of the rose family (which include not only apples, but also cherries, apricots, peaches, plums, and almonds) contain substances known as cyanogenetic glycosides, which, on ingestion, release hydrogen cyanide gas through an enzymatic reaction. “Symptoms of cyanide poisoning are excitement, convulsions, respiratory distress, and spasms,” Adams informs us. “Another warning sign is death, which can occur without any of the other symptoms.” The good news, according to Adams, is that “sub-lethal doses of cyanide gas are detoxified and passed out of the body rapidly, so it’s impossible to slowly poison yourself over a period of time.” The bad news, however, is “that one gluttonous binge will put you away forever.”40 (Note: For more detailed information about avoiding and/or treating cyanide poisoning from fruit seeds and pits, see: bowl of cherries.) See also: apples; apples, peeling; apple juice.
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apples. “An apple a day keeps the doctor away,” the old saying tells us, but, unfortunately, this advice is horribly misguided. One problem is that apples have a far higher sugar content than many other fruits—more that twice as much as strawberries and cranberries, for example, and significantly more than plums, melons, papayas, and kiwis (to name just a few). Even more ominous, however, is the fact that, as Roanoke, Virginia, physician Dr. Kristie Leong reports, “Surveys have shown that pesticide residues were found on more than ninety percent of apples tested. Some apples contained the residues of as many as eight different pesticides. In fact, peaches and apples top the list of the most pesticide contaminated fruits on the market.”41 Does this mean it’s time to give up apples altogether? Not necessarily, writes Dr. Leong; you might consider peeling them before eating. “Although peeling an apple may not eliminate all of the pesticides since some can penetrate into the body of the apple,” she notes, “it should lower their levels.” See: apples, peeling. See also: apple juice; apple seeds; fruits, whole; and sugar.
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apples, peeling. Since apples have been identified as one of the most pesticide-laden foods on the market, many physicians and nutritionists have recommended peeling them before serving or eating them (See: apples). But, before doing so, readers would be wise to consider a 2007 Cornell University study indicating that the most widely touted health benefits of eating apples come not from the apples themselves, but from their peels. “We found that several compounds [present only in the apple peels] have potent anti-proliferative activities against human liver, colon and breast cancer cells,” explains Cornell associate professor Rui Hai Liu, who led the study. Indeed, as Science Daily suggested in their article covering Dr Liu’s research, it’s probably time to retire the phrase “An apple a day keeps the doctor away” and replace it with “An apple peel a day might keep cancer at bay.”42 See also: apples; apple seeds.
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apricots. Experts the world over have hailed the apricot, both for its taste and for its health benefits. But before indulging, it’s important to note that this delicious and mineral-rich fruit can present a serious, or even fatal, health hazard. The problem, as the North Carolina State University Department of Horticultural Science points out on its helpful web resource “Poisonous Plants of North Carolina,” is that apricot seeds—located inside the stone at the center of the fruit—contain a highly toxic substance called amygdalin that, when ingested, can cause gasping, weakness, excitement, pupil dilation, spasms, convulsions, coma, and even respiratory failure.43 Indeed, as nationally syndicated columnist Cecil Adams points out, Turkey, “a big apricot country,” has reported at least nine cases of lethal poisoning from apricot seeds in recent years. “Unfortunately,” writes Adams, “victims of such poisonings have a habit of kicking the bucket before doctors have a chance to ask them how many seeds they’ve eaten,” so what constitutes a lethal dose is “hard to pin down.”44

With Adams’s advice in mind, we urge you to consider the following testimonial from author Rebecca Wood, winner of a James Beard Award and the Julia Child Cookbook Award: “My mother always puts a few apricot pits into her preserves for, she said, ‘The flavor.’ As a child, her logic was beyond my ken as apricot kernels are nastily bitter. Today, I take my hat off to mom and the perennial kitchen wisdom she still serves up. According to both Oriental Medicine and alternative medicine, these kernels are anti-carcinogenic.”45 And, as you now know, they’re also deadly poisonous. Furthermore, the U.S. Federal Drug Administration has officially determined that the use of apricot kernels in treating cancer is not only a “major health fraud” but also a “potentially lethal” practice.46 We take our hat off to Rebecca for living to savor the bitterness of her mom’s preserves.

arctic melting. See: global warming; sea levels, rising.

ARkStorm. See: California superstorm.
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armadillos. These strange and ancient creatures, which are native to the American Southwest, are not only a fairly common victim of roadkill on highways in Texas and Louisiana, they are also uniquely capable of exacting an unexpectedly nasty form of revenge on anyone foolish enough to retrieve one of their carcasses for a tasty dish of azotochitli chili (or “turtle-rabbit” stew, from its Aztec name). Thanks to their unusually low body temperature, armadillos are the only wild animals that are known carriers of Mycobacterium leprae, the surprisingly fragile bacteria that cause the often severe and disfiguring inflammatory affliction known as Hansen’s disease, or, more commonly, leprosy. Ironically, although armadillos are an indigenous New World species, and leprosy was unknown in the Americas before its introduction at the time of Christopher Columbus, the “little armored one” (armadillo in Spanish), which has a current infection rate of nearly 20 percent in some areas of the South, is uniquely positioned to return the favor to descendants of the European settlers. And since most U.S. citizens who display early symptoms of the malady turn out to have recently visited countries in South America, Africa, and Asia where leprosy is endemic, and hence are correctly diagnosed and promptly given powerful multiple-dose antibiotics, the fifty to eighty individuals each year who complain of numbness in their skin or other signs of peripheral nerve damage but do not report any overseas travel or contact with anyone infected with leprosy are often left untreated until the disease has progressed past the point of effective therapy. “These patients have always been a puzzle,” admitted Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. The best—and seemingly least necessary advice imaginable—comes from Dr. Richard W. Truman, a researcher at the National Hansen’s Disease Program in Baton Rouge, Louisiana: “The important thing is that people should be discouraged from consuming armadillo flesh or handling it.”47 See also: leprosy.

arsenic. See: apple juice; brown rice; coal; cosmetics; solar energy.

arteriosclerosis. See: neckties.

artificial nails, nurses with. See: nurses with artificial nails.

arugula. See: leafy green vegetables.
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aspartame is an artificial sweetener discovered by accident in 1965 by a scientist working for G. D. Searle and Company who was trying to perfect an antiulcer drug. Now marketed as a sugar substitute under such brand names as NutraSweet, Equal, and Canderel, aspartame is much sweeter than sugar, has almost no genuine food value, and is, in small doses, relatively noncaloric. The chemical was approved, under a cloud of controversy, by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for use as a dry food additive and tabletop sweetener in 1981. Aspartame’s “clean bill of health” came shortly after recently elected president Ronald Reagan’s new FDA commissioner, Dr. Arthur Hull Hayes Jr., took office, and Hayes’s decision continues to raise eyebrows—not only because an FDA-appointed panel had voted against approval on the basis of concerns that the sweetener might be a carcinogen, but also because then G. D. Searle president, Donald Rumsfeld (yes, that Donald Rumsfeld), had been a member of Reagan’s election transition team when Hayes was picked for his job. Two years later, in June 1983, the FDA approved aspartame for use in carbonated beverages, setting the stage for an international explosion in the use of the synthetic, nonnutritive sweetener.48 (Three months after the aspartame-carbonated-beverages decision, under attack for accepting corporate gifts, Arthur Hull Hayes Jr. resigned, and, shortly thereafter, in November 1983, he became a “Senior Scientific Consultant” to Burson-Marsteller, G. D. Searle’s PR agency. But that’s another story.49)

Today, aspartame is used in over six thousand consumer products worldwide including breath mints, cereals, chewing gum, cocoa mixes, flavored waters, fruit and vegetable drinks, ice cream, “nutritional bars,” and yogurt, and enjoys widespread popularity as a tabletop sweetener.50 But, through the years its use has continually been dogged by safety controversies—most notably by a pair of studies conducted by the European Ramazzini Foundation in Bologna, and published in the journal Environmental Health Perspectives, that found statistically significant increases in lymphomas and leukemias in rats to whom aspartame had been fed.51 But the FDA, after considering the Italians’ evidence, affirmed that the agency had no reason to alter its previous conclusion that aspartame is safe as a general-purpose sweetener in food.52

So what should we believe? Well, Andrew Weil, M.D., the best-selling author and award-winning founder of the Arizona Center of Integrative Medicine, agrees that many claims about the acute risks involved in using aspartame are overblown. “I’ve seen no scientific support for assertions on the Internet that there is an ‘aspartame disease’ or that it worsens symptoms of multiple sclerosis, lupus, and fibromyalgia,” Weil writes.53 However, he adds, “because I have seen a number of patients, mostly women, who report headaches from this substance, I don’t regard it as free from toxicity. Women also find that aspartame aggravates PMS (premenstrual syndrome).”54 Furthermore, Weil notes, aspartame is suspected of being an “excitotoxin,” a type of compound that, if consumed in sufficient quantities, “can damage nerve cells by overstimulating them.” As a result of these concerns, Dr. Weil’s advice is to “follow the precautionary principle. In other words, don’t use it.”55 See: sugar; sucralose.

asphyxiations, childhood. See: hot dogs.
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Asteroid 99942 Apophis. An asteroid 350 meters in diameter (about 1,100 feet) named after the malignant Egyptian deity Apep, the Uncreator, and a villain in the TV science-fiction series Stargate SG-1, is scheduled to approach within a few thousand miles of the earth on the ominous date of Friday, the thirteenth of April 2029. Although recent astronomical observations indicate that it is likely to miss our home planet during this close encounter, it may come near enough to pass through a “gravitational keyhole” as it speeds by, resulting in orbit-modifying effects that would set up a direct hit on April 13, 2036. If that later collision were to occur, the potential impact could in theory produce an explosion equivalent to an 880-megaton nuclear blast, and, depending on the precise point of impact along a projected path of entry—officially known as the “Path of Risk”—across southern Russia, the Pacific (uncomfortably close to the coastlines of California and Mexico), and Central and South America, would cause up to 10 million casualties.56 See: Asteroid 99942 Apophis, attempting to deflect.
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Asteroid 99942 Apophis, attempting to deflect. Anatoly Perminov, chief of Russia’s Federal Space Agency, Roscosmos, recently announced plans to intercept and deflect the asteroid Apophis, which he declared would “surely collide with Earth.” But American astronomer Paul Chodas of NASA’s Near-Earth Object (NEO) Program Office insists that, as scientists get a more exact fix on the asteroid’s orbit, “the possibility of an impact is going down,” declining from an estimated 1 in 45,000 chance of a direct hit to about 1 in 250,000. And he warns that deploying a spacecraft to alter Apophis’s orbit could pose its own risks, since a slight but ultimately lethal miscalculation could lead to a botched interception that ends up nudging the piece of interplanetary debris into a collision course with Earth instead of bumping it out of one. “You have the potential of increasing the impact probability with failures in the mission,” Chodas cautioned. “You could make matters worse.” With that perspicacious caveat in mind, it is worth noting that Apophis is one of two close-approaching bits of celestial detritus that the European Space Agency is considering as possible targets of its long-planned, though obliviously designated, Don Quijote mission to study the effects of impacting an asteroid with a spacecraft.57

atherosclerotic plaques. See: dairy products.

ATM card cloning. See: identity theft.

ATM receipts. See: bisphenol A.

attention deficit hyperactive disorder. See: bisphenol A; food containers, plastic; soy.

automobile crashes, fatal, alcohol-related. See: smoking bans.
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autumn leaves. Fall foliage is known for its beauty; so much so that thousands of tourists drive into the countryside each autumn in search of the spectacularly colorful vistas it provides. But most that do are probably unaware that the very leaves that lured them into taking to the road represent one of most lethal—and multipronged—driving hazards that any motorist can face. “Wet leaves on the road surface can make stopping difficult, and piles of leaves can obscure potholes, curbs and street markings,”58 cautions Rich White, executive director of the Car Care Council. And that’s only the beginning. Inadvertently stop your car atop a pile of dry leaves, and before you know it, the heat from your car’s catalytic converter can set them ablaze. “If that happens, your car can be engulfed in mere minutes and destroyed by the conflagration,”59 warns automotive expert Matthew C. Keegan. “Protect your car from this deadly menace and avoid the leaves!”60

avian flu. See: flu pandemic.


B

babesiosis. See: tick-borne diseases.

baby boys, urogenital abnormalities in. See: food containers, plastic.

baby oil. See: polyvinyl chloride (PVC).

baby powder. See: aluminum; talcum powder.

back, sleeping on your. See: sleeping on your back.

backdoors. See: malware.

bacon. See: high-fat, high-calorie food addiction.
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Baconator triple. Wendy’s “Baconator triple” sandwich—which features three quarter-pound burger patties “piled high with Applewood smoked bacon, mayo, ketchup, and sliced American cheese” all served up on a “premium bun”—delivers 1,130 calories, 38 grams of saturated fat, 345 milligrams of cholesterol, 3,150 milligrams of sodium, and 11 grams of sugar. This impressive bundle of dubious nutritional achievements has earned the Baconator triple the noteworthy number one spot on the Daily Beast’s heralded “40 Deadliest Fast Food Meals” list.1
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bagels. “Holey smokes!” exclaims the Daily Beast. “While doughnuts’ nutritional value and fat content don’t do a body good, when it comes to calories, many are better than your average New York bagel,” the popular website advises. “For one plain, dry bagel (yum!), one can eat two glazed Dunkin’ Donuts. Not that we recommend this.”2 See also: doughnuts.

bagworms. See: blueberries.

baked goods, commercial. See: trans fats.

baked potatoes. See: acrylamide.

ballet pumps. See: low-heel shoes.
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banana equivalent dose. Usually referred to as the “BED” of any natural or artificial object or any human activity, this comparative calculation of the amount of potentially damaging radiation likely to be received by any given individual is based on the fact that all bananas emit about 0.0001 millisieverts of radioactivity using the current standard unit of measurement of radiation intensity, which is equivalent to roughly .01 millirem on the older Roentgen Equivalent Man scale. The unexpected ionizing properties of the banana are a result of the very high potassium content of this curved, sweet-fleshed, yellow fruit harvested from an intensively cultivated tropical herbaceous plant of the genus Musa. Since all primordial potassium consists of a small percentage (around 0.0117 percent) of the unstable isotope potassium-40, which has an impressive 1.25 billion-year half-life, some radioactivity will invariably be absorbed by anyone who ingests anything with a lot of potassium in it, like, say, a banana.3 Interestingly, it will also be “hot” enough to be detected by sensors employed by national security personnel to screen cargo for radiological terror weapons at border crossings, and in fact, as the National Threat Initiative reports, “current radiation portal monitors are subject to false alarms caused by legitimate radioactive materials (i.e., kitty litter, bananas, and ceramics).”4

So, should we jump to the conclusion that, yes, we should eat no bananas? Well, just to put things in perspective, one dental X-ray subjects a patient to a dose equivalent to fifty bananas, the average daily dose everyone typically receives from all sources is on the order of one hundred bananas, and a one-way jet flight from New York to Los Angeles adds up to pretty much a whole supermarket aisle’s worth of nuclear fruit—four hundred bananas. On the other hand, consuming even a single one of these tasty snacks exposes the eater to a .01 millirem of radiation, a radiological shellacking thirty times greater than the .003 millirem dose someone living right at the very doorstep of a nuclear plant would receive over an entire year.5

So at the risk of going “bananas” over this subject, perhaps out of simple prudence we should cut down on our consumption of this popular but arguably perilous food item. As a consolation, it is worth noting that a kilogram (one liter) of beer has barely one-tenth the BED of a kilogram (about two pounds) of bananas,6 and unless that beverage was consumed from an aluminum container, the discarded receptacle poses less risk of causing physical harm than a carelessly disposed-of banana peel. See aluminum.

banks, “too big to fail.” See: “doom loop”; zombie banks.
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banning everything that can be used to kill people. Patrick Moore, Ph.D., who helped found Greenpeace, has become increasingly concerned about what he sees as an ill-advised and counterproductive trend toward banning everything that can be used to kill people. “Over the past 20 years, one of the simplest tools—the machete—has been used to kill more than a million people in Africa, far more than were killed in the Hiroshima and Nagasaki nuclear bombings combined,”7 writes Moore, who, in his role as chairman of Greenspirit Strategies, Ltd., is now an outspoken defender of (among other things) nuclear energy,8 synthetic pesticides,9 and the use of polyvinyl chloride in consumer products,10 all of which, he says, have been unfairly and inaccurately demonized by “activist misinformation and scare tactics.”11 “What are car bombs made of?” Moore asks. “Diesel oil, fertilizer and cars. If we banned everything that can be used to kill people, we would never have harnessed fire.”12 See: nuclear energy; polyvinyl chloride.
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bar soap. Allison Janse, who wrote The Germ Freak’s Guide to Outwitting Colds and Flu with the help of University of Arizona microbiologist Charles P. Gerba, Ph.D., strongly advises you to use dispenser soaps instead of bar soaps. Why? “Because bar soaps can be laden with germs passed from person to person,” she explains.13
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baseball caps. When you go out in the sun, do you wear a baseball cap to shield your skin from potentially damaging ultraviolet radiation? Well, your concern is well placed, but, the Skin Cancer Foundation cautions, you’re kidding yourself if you think a mere baseball cap offers the kind of protection you truly need. “Baseball caps and visors shade the face but leave neck, lower face, and ears exposed,” the Foundation warns. What’s required instead is “a broad-brimmed hat,” which will go “a long way toward preventing skin cancer in often-exposed areas like the neck, ears, scalp, and face,” they advise. “Opt for a 3-to-4 inch brim that extends all around the hat.”14 See: sun exposure, insufficient.
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bath salts. Methylenedioxypyrovalerone (MDPV), a powerful “designer drug” with stimulative, hallucogenic, psychosis-inducing, and addictive properties rivaling those of methamphetamine and cocaine, and with equally severe withdrawal symptoms, has recently been packaged and widely marketed in the United States as “bath salts” under brand names such as Ivory Wave, Tranquility, Cloud Nine, White Lightning, Red Dove, White Dove, Bliss, Hurricane Charlie, and Lovey Dovey. The products—which are typically inhaled, smoked, or ingested—have been banned throughout most of Europe and Australia, but, because they are not “marketed for human consumption,” they have yet to be classified as a scheduled drug or controlled substance in the United States, except in Florida and Louisiana, where troubling episodes resulting from misuse of the powders have become widespread.15 (Three reported examples: A Panama City, Florida, woman became convinced her mother was a “monster” and attacked her with a machete16; also in Panama City, seven officers were needed to subdue a man who literally tore a radar unit out of a squad car with his teeth17; and, worst of all, a twenty-one-year-old Covington, Louisiana, boy slit his own throat and then shot himself in the head after snorting some “Cloud Nine.”18) “You can buy this drug legally—that’s right, legally!—at gas stations and convenience stores across this country,” noted an outraged Dr. Mehmet Oz on a March 2011 edition of his syndicated Dr. Oz Show. “Your own kids might be doing it.”19 One small consolation: While ingesting these “tub drugs” has been compared to smoking meth and taking acid at the same time (“users completely lose their mind while having superhuman energy” reports Joe Weber of Death + Taxes magazine20), there is no evidence that accidentally utilizing these chemical compounds for their advertised, though fraudulent, purpose as bath enhancers would produce any “trouble bubbles” or other harmful effects. Nevertheless, a Code Orange Rubber Duckie Alert seems drastically overdue.
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bathroom floor, walking barefoot on. According to Safety.com (which bills itself as “the ultimate safety site”), you should never walk barefoot into the bathroom. Always wear foot protection, such as shoes, slippers, or flip-flops, the site advises, “to prevent contact with germs on the floor, which can cause conditions such as athlete’s foot.”21 See: flip-flops.
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baths. Did you ever stop to think that every time you take a bath you’re immersing yourself in a “bacterial soup?” That’s the term Dr. Philip M. Tierno Jr., director of clinical microbiology and immunology at the New York University Medical Center, used, during a 2010 Today show appearance, to describe our bathwater and all the fecal contaminants (such as E. coli, streptococcus, and NS staph aureus) that regularly get washed off our own bodies, and those of other bathers, and then thrive and multiply in the moist and warm environment the bathtub provides.22 Indeed, writes Melissa Breyer, senior editor of the Care2 News Network’s “Healthy & Green Living” section, “many garbage cans are cleaner than bathtubs, which can ring in at about 100,000 bacteria per square inch.”23

So what can we do to protect ourselves from this microbial nightmare? Well, for starters, Professor Mary K. Harrison of the University of Florida’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences recommends that every family member “wash out the bathtub after each use.”24 Woman’s Day magazine goes a step further and suggests that your tub should be sprayed with a disinfectant every time someone bathes in it.25 But, unfortunately, these precautions—helpful though they may be—utterly fail to address the new stew of pathogens you bring to the bathtub each time you use it, because they’re on your body when you plop into it. There’s just no getting around it, writes Yvonne Rodenhiser, a frequent contributor of health and hygiene articles to Yahoo.com; if your goal is to “get really clean,” you’re just going to have to forswear the bathtub altogether and take a shower instead.

But, you may argue, luxuriating in the bathtub is oh-so-much more relaxing than showering. Well, Rodenhiser feels the same way, and she’s come up with an ingenious compromise. “Avoid hopping into the bath right away,” she suggests. “Instead, take a quick shower first and lather up and rinse off to wash away all those germs that you don’t want to have in your bath water. Then take your bath. You will be clean and your bath water will stay clean so you can relax and be germ free when you get out.”26 See: showers.

bathtub toys. See: rubber duckies.

battery cages. See: eggs.
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beach, a day at the. This popular diversion is generally thought of as a pleasant and relaxing way to pass a few idle hours, and, as a phrase, it is often employed metaphorically—and inappropriately—as a synonym for any inherently effortless, risk-free activity, but a protracted period of time spent at the seaside is in fact fraught with hidden, and not so hidden, perils. Quite apart from shark attacks, excess cancer-inducing sun exposure, tsunamis, and drowning risks, a trip to the shore is likely to bring the unsuspecting beachgoer into contact with an awesome array of littoral debris. A partial list of the articles collected during the 2008 spring and fall beach sweeps conducted at 115 sites on the New Jersey shore by volunteers of Clean Ocean Action provides a sobering snapshot of the alluvial litter likely to be encountered on any given stretch of recreational coastline in the developed world: 36,041 pounds of refuse were recovered, comprising some 289,976 separate items, ranging from plastic bags, bottles, wrappers, lids, straws, stirrers, knives, forks, spoons, cigar tips, disposable diapers, tampon applicators, syringes, and condoms to fishhooks, nails, Christmas tree lights, shotgun shells, a bowling ball, a bottle of holy water, a truck-bed liner, a refrigerator door, a large noose, thirty feet of construction fencing, and a ballerina tutu.27 See also: summertime sex.

beauty products. See: cosmetics.

BED. See: banana equivalent dose.
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bedbugs. Technically known as Cimex lectularius, these tiny nest-dwelling insect parasites feed exclusively on the blood of warm-blooded animals, and their all-time favorite host is Yours, and Ours, Truly, Homo sapiens. Ranging in size from about as big as a poppy seed to as much as a quarter inch in length, with flat, oval bodies, these tenacious household pests tend to infest bedding, furniture, carpets, and other warm, dark places from which they emerge during the night to bite their victims.28 Although the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) have stated unequivocally that “bed bugs have never been shown to transmit disease,” the CDC’s Emerging Infectious Diseases information site goes on to report meticulously, and revoltingly, “bed bug bites can result in clinical manifestations; the most common are small clusters of extremely pruritic, erythematous papules or wheals that represent repeated feedings by a single bed bug. Less common but more severe manifestations include grouped vesicles, giant urticaria, and hemorrhagic bulbous eruptions.”29

The CDC site lists several chemicals that pest control specialists have employed during recent attempts to combat the nocturnal parasites, but the tiny bloodsuckers have evolved in recent decades to the point where they can survive even the most potent and toxic pesticides (including the now-outlawed DDT, malathion, and diazinon), so these less powerful poisons are, for all practical purposes, useless in eradicating bedbug populations. “What we’d like is something you can spray on the floor and two months later a bug will pick up a lethal dose from walking across it,” says Dr. Dini M. Miller, Ph.D., a Virginia Tech entomologist who is one of the nation’s few academic experts on bedbugs. But alas, she laments, “it doesn’t exist. Most of the things we have now, you almost have to spray directly on the bug to do anything to him.” “Or,” she adds helpfully, “hit him with the can.” Indeed, as a recent Newsweek article on the bedbug scourge reports, “people sometimes do extreme things to get rid of them—such as setting off dozens of insect bombs in a room.” This can be “quite effective,” the magazine observes ruefully, “if the house blows up as a result.”30

(Note: Newsweek’s musings are not as outlandish as they sound. According to the California Department of Pesticide Regulation, a number of such explosions occur every year, typically when homeowners use too many foggers and don’t shut off pilot lights in ovens, stoves, and water heaters.31) So just to update that venerable bedtime benediction: “Good night, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite, but if you’re munched on by mattress mites, and you want to gas those parasites, be sure to shut off your pilot lights!”
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Now that you know how impossible it is to get rid of bedbugs, you’ll probably be relieved to hear that experts have come up with dozens of effective strategies you can use to prevent them from infesting your home in the first place. Here’s a summary of some of the easiest and most practical:

• When you’re traveling, Dr. Dini Miller, the Virginia Tech expert quoted above, points out, there might be bedbugs in your hotel room. So, when you get there, before opening your suitcase, you should “pull back all of the bedding at the head of the bed to look for evidence”; “check the underside of the mattress tag and the seams of the mattress and the boxsprings”; and “remove the head board from the wall and inspect the back of it.”32 (Bedbug.com says you should always bring a flashlight with you when you travel to help with such inspections.33) If you find anything, call the front desk and change rooms.34

• To protect your luggage in your hotel room, Dr. Miller continues, never place your suitcase on the bed; “inspect the luggage stand” and make sure that, when you put your bag on it, it’s not touching the wall; “keep your clothing in your bag, don’t use the drawers”; and don’t put your shoes under the bed or in the closet.35 (To be extra safe, advises American Museum of Natural History entomologist Louis N. Sorkin, M.S., keep your luggage in the bathtub instead of the bedroom—bedbugs don’t like it there.36)

• Upon returning home, says Dr. Miller, unpack right away (but not in your bedroom!) and send all your packed clothes—clean or dirty—to the laundry. (Bedbug.com recommends that you unpack your luggage outdoors, if at all possible, and vacuum the inside and outside of it before you bring it into the house.37) And, if your bag is the kind that won’t be damaged by the process, adds Miller, sanitize it in your clothes dryer before putting it away.38

• When taking a taxi, recommends Bedbug.com, keep your bags on your lap “if at all possible” and “avoid using the trunk or storage compartments.” And, if you take your jacket or coat off, don’t put it on the seat next to you; hang it from the garment hook.39

• “You don’t know what comes in and out of people’s houses, even if you are related to them,” warns Bedbug.com. So, the next time you visit friends or family, it is strongly advised that you pack your antibedbug encasements—yes, all of them, pillow, mattress, and box-spring protectors.40 What, you don’t have antibug pillow, mattress, and box-spring protectors? Bedbug.com will be happy to sell you a set complete with “patent pending zipper technology” for a modest $89.95.41
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bedspreads, hotel. When you arrive in a hotel room after checking in, “the first thing you need to do is remove that disgusting quilted comforter,” writes Allison Janse, who, in collaboration with famed University of Arizona microbe hunter Charles P. Gerba, Ph.D., authored The Germ Freak’s Guide to Outwitting Colds and Flu. “There’s a reason why they’re so hideous looking. It’s to hide the dirt and stains!” Janse explains. “Just think of how many naked people have sat on that comforter and done who knows what on it. Remember Mike Tyson’s rape trial when they found body fluids from previous guests on his hotel bedspread?”42

bee-colony collapse disorder. See: colony collapse disorder.

beef trimmings, ammonia-treated. See: “slimeburgers.”

belching. See: omega-3 fish oil supplements.

benzene poisoning. See: candlelight dinners; carpeting, new.

beta-carotene. See: carrots.

beverage garnishes. See: lemon wedges.
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bicycle saddles. Riding a bicycle for recreation, for local errands, or for a daily commute would seem to be a healthy way for a guy to get some much-needed exercise, but before you “saddle up” for a trip on that Trek or get set for a stationary workout in a spinning class, consider this: Men who ride bikes with the traditional crotch-numbing knob-nosed saddle seat are putting themselves at risk for erectile dysfunction. As Dr. Steven Schrader of the Division of Applied Research Technology (DART) at the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) outlined the problem based on a recent examination of bike-patrol police officers in several U.S. cities, “The traditional bicycle saddle has a narrow nose or horn that protrudes under the groin as the cyclist straddles the bicycle . . . 25% or more of the body weight [of the cyclist] is supported where the groin contacts the saddle nose. Bearing weight on this region of the saddle compresses the nerves and arteries in the groin . . . and may lead to a loss of sensation and a decrease in blood supply to the genitals. This can contribute to the sexual and reproductive health effects that have been reported with bicycling.”43

The study confirmed the results of a previous piece of research by Dr. Schrader on saddle-seat erectile dysfunction provocatively titled “Cutting Off the Nose to Save the Penis,” which found that noseless bike seats improved blood flow to the penis, erectile function, and penile sensation. Dr. Schrader emphasized that the male groin “was never meant to bear pressure. Within a few minutes the blood oxygen levels go down by 80 percent.” He also provided this succinct statement of the advantages of the new no-nose bicycle seat over the traditional design: “There’s as much penis inside the body as outside. When you sit on a regular bike saddle, you’re sitting on your penis.”44

Sergeant Joe Andruzzi, commander of the 450-man bike-patrol unit of the Chicago Police Department and a senior member of the International Police Mountain Bike Association, agreed heartily with Dr. Schrader’s recommendations about saddle seat replacements: “I encourage any officers who are concerned about their reproductive health to try a no-nose saddle. If you do, be patient. Your body needs time to adjust. Just know that if you make the switch, your penis will thank you for it.”45 See also: erectile dysfunction.
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biflation. Biflation is a term used to describe a complex and potentially devastating economic phenomenon in which deflation and inflation both occur simultaneously. Biflation can be set in motion by a sudden increase in the money supply by a central bank (such as, say, the 2009–2011 quantitative easing program undertaken by the U.S. Federal Reserve), which can spark a sharp spike in the price of commodity-based assets, such as food, energy, and clothing—especially in an environment in which other factors, such as the rapid development of economies in Asia, have already created a rising demand for such assets. The increase in the cost of these essential goods leads to a decrease in purchasing power available for the acquisition of longer-term, debt-based, nonessential assets like homes, household furnishings, automobiles, boats, electronic goods, and even stocks, and the prices of these items fall due to the decreased volume of money chasing them.46 The resulting “mixflation,” as it is sometimes termed, is a disruptive blend of growth-sapping deflationary expectations and destabilizing inflationary pressures, and, according to Wall Street Journal columnist Al Lewis, we’ve been experiencing it for several years now. “Everything you already own—a house, a car, a stock portfolio—has rapidly declined in value,” he points out. “Everything you actually need to buy—food, gasoline, medicine, education—is going up.”47 All in all, not a pretty picture, but not quite as dire an outlook as the one offered in a pure deflationary spiral. See: deflation.

biocide. See: Medea hypothesis, the.

biodebridement. See: maggot therapy.
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biofuels. Biofuels, such as ethanol made from corn, have been widely heralded as an environmentally friendly replacement for fossil fuels, principally because they are “renewable” (the crops they are made from can be regrown and reharvested), whereas fossil fuels, by definition, are not, and will therefore be in ever-shorter supply. In addition, biofuels appear to have a better “carbon footprint” than fossil fuels because, in theory, when you burn biofuels, you’re burning the same carbon that plants removed from the air while they were growing, whereas, when you burn coal, oil, or natural gas, you’re spewing fossilized carbon into the air. However, as social-change strategist Joe Brewer explains in his informative article “The Coming Biofuels Disaster,” the harmful impacts from large-scale biofuel production may be even greater than the problem it is designed to solve. For one thing, it is shifting crop yields and land implementation away from food production. “Basic economics tells us that the cost of goods go up when supply decreases,” Brewer notes, and, indeed, the growing demand for grains to produce fuel has already led to dramatic increases in the cost of food—a phenomenon known as agflation (q.v.)—and a concurrent increase in the number of hungry people in less developed countries. “We are starving poor people to feed our cars!” Brewer says.48

Furthermore, the process of growing the crops used for making biofuels consumes tremendous quantities of fossil fuels. “Corn receives more synthetic fertilizer than any other crop, and that fertilizer is made from fossil fuels—mostly natural gas,” explains UC Berkeley professor Michael Pollan, prizewinning author of The Omnivore’s Dilemma. “Corn also receives more pesticide than any other crop, and most of that pesticide is made from petroleum. To plow or disc the cornfields, plant the seed, spray the corn and harvest it takes large amounts of diesel fuel, and to dry the corn after harvest requires natural gas. So by the time your ‘green’ raw material arrives at the ethanol plant, it is already drenched in fossil fuel.” And all that is before you even start to distill the corn into ethanol, which itself is an energy-intensive process that necessitates the burning of still more fossil fuels.49

When all is said and done, according to Professor David Pimentel, Ph.D., and his colleagues at Cornell University’s Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology, “the total energy input to produce a liter of ethanol is 7,474 kcal. However, a liter of ethanol has an energy value of only 5,130 kcal. Based on a net energy loss of 2,344 kcal of ethanol produced, 46% more fossil energy is expended than is produced as ethanol.”50 In short, concludes Michael Pollan, “making ethanol from corn is an environmentally and economically absurd proposition.” So why the big rush to do it? Because we have such a powerful lobby promoting the growth and consumption of corn, Pollan says. Each year, the United States grows more than 10 billion bushels, “far more than we can possibly eat—though God knows we’re doing our best, bingeing on corn-based fast food and high fructose corn syrup till we’re fat and diabetic.” “We can’t eat much more of the stuff without exploding,” Pollan concludes, “so the corn lobby is targeting the next unsuspecting beast that might help chomp through the surplus: your car.”51

bird flu. See: flu pandemic.
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birth-control pills. According to Sara Newmann, M.D., M.P.H., of the Bixby Center for Global Reproductive Health at the University of California, San Francisco, birth-control pills have an 8 percent failure rate, largely because it’s so hard to remember to take them at exactly the same time every day. If you’re at all forgetful, therefore, you might want to consider an alternative birth-control method. Furthermore, Newmann points out, birth-control pills can cause breast tenderness, nausea, spotting, and low sex drive.52 And, of course, as the Mayo Clinic pointedly reminds us, “birth control pills won’t protect you from sexually transmitted infections.”53 Finally, ABC News has recently reported that a number of experts, including pharmacoepidemiologist Dr. Susan S. Jick of the Boston University School of Public Health, are increasingly worried about a substance called drospirenone contained in several brands of a relatively new, heavily marketed, and extremely popular type of oral contraceptive known as “combination birth control pills.” Research suggests that these products may trigger significantly more blood clots than other birth-control pills—clots with the potential to cause serious breathing problems, a stroke, or even death.54 The Mayo Clinic shares Dr. Jick’s concern. “Consult your health care provider as soon as possible,” the Clinic advises, “if you’re taking combination birth control pills and have: abdominal pain; breast lump; chest pain; depression; difficulty speaking; eye problems, such as blurred or double vision or loss of vision; fainting; jaundice (yellowish discoloration of the skin); new or worsening headaches; seizure; severe allergic skin rash; severe leg pain or swelling; or severe mood swings.”55 See: abstinence; condoms; “safe sex”; sexual activity.

birth defects. See: air fresheners; commuting by train; parsley; tap water.
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bisphenol A. This organic compound, which is commonly referred to by the abbreviation BPA, is widely employed by the food and beverage industry in the epoxy linings of the ubiquitous metal cans in which many food products, including soups, sauces, fruits, vegetables, and fish and meat entrées are packaged and the transparent, shatterproof, polycarbonate plastic bottles that are used as containers for sodas, sparkling and flavored waters, and juices. BPA is also present in a dizzying array of consumer goods, including compact discs, dental sealants, baby bottles, teething rings, sippy cups, and the thermal paper used in credit-card and ATM receipts. BPA is cheap to produce, durable, antiseptic, flavorless, stable, and corrosion-resistant, but this commercially valuable chemical is also a potentially powerful synthetic estrogen that can disrupt normal endocrine function,56 and more than one hundred studies conducted around the world since 1997 have linked even low doses of BPA, and its close chemical cousins, bisphenol AF, bisphenol B, bisphenol F, and bisphenol S to prostate and breast cancer, reproductive abnormalities, accelerated puberty in females, low sperm counts in males, neurological effects similar to attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, diabetes, obesity, and a possible doubling of the risk of coronary heart disease.57 And in a 2004 survey of 2,157 people between the ages of six and eighty-five in the United States conducted by the Centers for Disease Control, 93 percent were found to have detectable levels of BPA in their urine samples. “Children had higher levels than adolescents, and adolescents had higher levels than adults,” according to endocrinologist Retha Newbold of the U.S. National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, noting that “it is the unborn baby and children that investigators are most worried about.”

The BPA apparently leached out of the linings of cans when they were heated during food preparation or the interiors of bottles when they were washed in hot water, an insidious process identified in a study by Scott Belcher, an endocrine biologist at the University of Cincinnati, who found that BPA becomes soluble more than fifty times faster when exposed to hot liquids than it would under normal conditions. And although BPA breaks down quickly into an easily excreted waste product—glucuronide—the CDC also found trace amounts of that particular by-product in most of the urine samples, suggesting some degree of continuous contamination.58 “There is low-level exposure, but regular low-level exposure,” explained chemist Steven Hentges, executive director of the polycarbonate/SPA global group of the American Chemistry Council. “It is presumably in our diet.” This disturbing supposition was recently confirmed by Randy Hartnell, whose Washington state–based health food company, Vital Choice, began marketing products in BPA-free packaging after making an expensive changeover to an alternative can-lining material. Hartnell was understandably flabbergasted when a Consumer Union test of a container of his tuna fish came up positive for BPA. “What we’re hearing is the stuff is just omnipresent,” Hartnell lamented. “Is it in the cutting board? The gloves that people wear who are working on the fish? Is it in the tuna itself? We don’t know. We’re trying to find out.”59

While there may be some uncertainty about the severity and extent of the effects of the routine ingestion of small doses of BPA, Scott Belcher warns that containers made of or lined with the compound should never be microwaved, utilized to store heated liquids or foods, or washed in hot water, either by hand or in a dishwasher. Belcher summed up his concerns by saying that “based on my knowledge of the scientific data there is reason for caution,” noting matter-of-factly, “I have made a decision for myself not to use them.”60 His viewpoint was seconded by Frederick vom Saal, a BPA researcher at the University of Missouri, Columbia. “This is a bad chemical,” vom Saal stated flatly, “and it should not be used the way it is used.”61

black holes, tiny. See: Large Hadron Collider.

black olives. See: acrylamide.
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black swans. A descriptive metaphor employed by the economist, philosopher, and phenomenally successful investor Nassim Nicholas Taleb to characterize extremely rare, highly improbable, and inherently unforeseeable events that have enormous and frequently (although not always) disastrous consequences—consequences that our society, Taleb feels, is massively unprepared to cope with. In classical times, the term black swan was used by philosophers to illustrate the utility of relying on past observation as the basis for arriving at conclusions about the future. Since no one had ever seen a black swan, it made sense to assume that all swans were white, a pretty safe bet that went unchallenged until a Dutch explorer discovered a black swan in western Australia in 1697 and promptly named the nearby Swan River after the celebrated dusky-feathered outlier. Black swan events typically come as a complete surprise, have a huge impact, and then are explained away in hindsight by the same experts who contemptuously dismissed the possibility of their ever occurring in the first place. Such consequential incidents in recent history include World War I, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, and the stock-market crashes of 1929 and 2008.

Compounding the difficulty of dealing with the aftermath of these disruptive episodes is the near impossibility of preparing for the worst, particularly in the field of financial planning, since the worst we generally anticipate is often the wrong worst, and when a truly unforeseen worst takes place, our prospects are worsened by a lack of preparation or a misallocation of resources to the preparation for the wrong worst that makes the actual worst that comes along that much worse. On the bright side, black swan events include a number of out-of-the-blue fortuitous happenstances, like the invention of the printing press, the discovery of the New World, and the development and widespread adoption of the personal computer and the Internet, all of which coincidentally made the writing and publication of this book possible. On a somewhat less sunny note, the occurrence of yet another far less beneficial black swan event may mean that instead of idly perusing these pages, you are instead crumpling them up and using them to stoke the meager fire that is warming you in the ruins of a devastated civilization.62

bladder distention, urinary. See: “holding it in.”

blankets, airplane. See: airplane cabins.
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Blarney Stone. Several hundred thousand people make their way each year to the top of Blarney Castle, near Cork, Ireland, to kiss the legendary “Stone of Eloquence,” better known as the Blarney Stone. Indeed, doing so—which involves climbing the long, winding staircase to the top of the castle and leaning backward over the parapet while someone “firmly holds your feet”—is supposedly guaranteed to turn you into a brilliant and persuasive speaker.63 “But given that up to 400,000 mouths from all over the world touch the stone each year,” warns the popular travel website TripAdvisor.com, “putting your own to the grimy attraction (no easy task in itself) may be too high a price for the promised ‘gift of gab.’” In fact, TripAdvisor is so concerned about the possibility of tourists’ contracting something more sinister than oratory skills from planting a wet one on the Blarney Stone that its editors have officially anointed the historic slab “the World’s Germiest Attraction.”64

blindness. See: mascara; neckties.

bloating. See: fruit juice; omega-3 fish oil supplements.

blood clots. See: crossing your legs; socks and stockings with elastic tops.

Bloody Mary mixes. See: high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS).
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blueberries. Do you love blueberries? Well, sadly, so do blueberry maggots and bagworms. That’s why blueberry producers douse their product with so much pesticide that the fruit has earned a place on the Environmental Working Group’s “Dirty Dozen” list of fruits and veggies you should make a point of buying only if they’re organically grown.65 See also: organic food.

bodice rippers. See: romance novels.

bone-marrow failure disorders. See: candlelight dinners.
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botnets. One of the most insidious ways that hackers and computer criminals use malware (q.v.) is to open a “back door” to a computer—yours, for example—so that it can be taken over by outsiders. Once they’ve transformed it into a “zombie” machine, writes The Economist, they can link it up to thousands, if not millions, of others around the world to create a “botnet” that, in turn, can be employed by the cybercrooks to steal identities (again, including yours); to send spam, viruses, worms, and Trojans; to cripple major corporate or government computer networks by overloading them with bogus requests; and, of course, to infect still more computers. According to The Economist, as many as 100 million computers worldwide have already been infected, and the number is growing every day.66 So how can you tell if your computer has been compromised and, as the Consumerist blog’s Meg Marco elegantly puts it, “is being controlled and used for evil?”67 The answer, sadly, is that you probably can’t. But, according to the Federal Trade Commission, there may be a few telltale signs: “You may receive emails accusing you of sending spam; you may find email messages in your ‘outbox’ that you didn’t send; or your computer suddenly may operate more slowly or sluggishly.” If any of these things are happening to you, suggests the FTC, “disconnect from the Internet right away.”68 (The FTC has a lot of other excellent advice for dealing with malware and botnets, too; you can access it at http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/alerts/alt132.shtm. Of course, if you’ve already “disconnected from the Internet” because you suspect your machine is part of a “zombie army,” you’ll probably find it difficult to take advantage of the agency’s good counsel.) See also: cyberwarfare; malware; Trojan horse.
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bottled water. Over 50 percent of all Americans are now drinking bottled water, paying, to quote the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), “from 240 to 10,000 times more” than they typically would for an equivalent amount of tap water.69 Their willingness to ante up this extraordinary premium is based, of course, on the assumption that bottled water comes from pristine, unspoiled places, and, therefore, that it is purer, healthier, and better tasting than the water they could get directly from their faucets. But is this assumption merited? Emphatically not, says the NRDC, which points out in their report “Bottled Water: Pure Drink or Pure Hype” that the Federal Drug Administration allows water bottlers to identify their product as “spring water,” even though it may be brought to the surface using a pumped well, and even though it may be treated with chemicals. Among the “more interesting” approved brands of bottled water NRDC tested, according to the report, were several labeled “spring water” (at least one with mountains and a lake pictured on the bottle) that actually came “from an industrial parking lot next to a state-designated industrial waste site in Millis, Massachusetts,” and that were contaminated with “dangerous levels of industrial solvents”; and another, branded “Pure Glacier Water from the Last Unpolluted Frontier,” whose actual source was the Juneau, Alaska, municipal water supply.70

And, to make matters worse, the rise in bottled water consumption presents a legitimate environmental hazard. For example, the U.S. Council of Mayors reports that because they’re made from petroleum, the plastic water bottles produced for U.S. consumption use up 1.5 million barrels of oil per annum. That much energy, according to the Council, could power 250,000 homes or fuel 100,000 cars for a year.71 Furthermore, the number of unrecycled plastic water bottles going into landfills almost quadrupled during the decade ending in 2008.72 Knowing all this, is it still wise to spend up to ten thousand times more for a sip of bottled water than for an equivalent amount of tap water? You decide. See: tap water. See also: bisphenol A.

bottles, plastic. See: bisphenol A; bottled water.

bovine growth hormone, recombinant. See: milk.
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bowl of cherries. Someone’s life may be a bowl of cherries, but if the individual in question is a toddler, it might be a very short life indeed. On its helpful website, the Childcare Network has posted a list of twelve foods “that pose a significant choking risk to small children.” Number one on their rundown of the Deadly Dozen—“cherries with pits.”73 The pediatric staff at Health Castle echoes that verdict with its own stern warning: “Beware of cherries with pits. Both the cherry and the pit are choking hazards.”74 And the AgriLife Extension Service at Texas A&M University provides the metaphorical—though potentially lethal—“cherry on top” with the reminder that “all cherry pits contain small amounts of cyanide and cause poisoning if eaten in large quantities.”75 Indeed, warns chemist and biomedical scientist Anne Marie Helmenstine, Ph.D., “if you eat enough cherry pits, you could die.” Luckily, adult humans can detoxify small amounts of cyanide compounds, Dr. Helmenstine writes, so if you happen to swallow a pit while eating a cherry pie “you’ll be fine.” However, she cautions, chewing the pits “makes them much more hazardous to your health.” Keep that in mind before you allow yourself to absentmindedly bite down on a cherry! And furthermore, Helmenstine advises, “children and pets are much more likely to suffer poisoning from eating the [pits] than adults.” Therefore, she says, “it’s important to seek immediate medical attention” if a child or pet is known to have eaten several pits. “Usually,” she concludes, “the plan of action is to pump the stomach or induce vomiting.”76 See: ipecac. See also: apple seeds; beach, a day at the; piece of cake.

BPA. See: bisphenol A.

brain damage. See: compact fluorescent lightbulbs (CFLs); hot tubs; yoga.

brain glucose metabolism, increased. See: cell phones, radiation hazards.

brain injury, traumatic. See: hiccups; runny nose.

brain tumors. See: headaches; hot dogs.
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Brazilian Blowout, the. The hair-straightening treatment known as the Brazilian Blowout has been hailed as “life-changing” by women who have struggled their entire lives with hard-to-manage hair. The treatment—the results of which can last for several months—has become so popular, Fox News reports, “that even pre-teens are pressuring their moms for the pricey trip to the salon ($200–$500 per visit) . . . and are often getting it.”77 Unfortunately, however, studies in Canada and Oregon have shown that Brazilian Blowout solution has the potential to be “life-changing” in a way that its adherents may not have bargained for: It contains significant amounts of a substance whose presence in the widely promoted beauty product should make salon goers’ hair stand on end instead of relaxing into soft, silky tresses. Following reports of breathing problems, swollen eyes, coughing, and spontaneous nosebleeds among stylists at an Oregon salon, researchers at Oregon Health and Science University’s Center for Research on Occupational and Environmental Toxicology (CROET) and the Oregon Occupational Health and Safety Division tested 105 samples of the shampoolike formulation and found high levels of formaldehyde, a toxic irritant and sensitizing agent that, in addition to the extremely unpleasant short-term symptoms exposure to its fumes can produce, has been identified as a known human carcinogen by both the International Agency for Research on Cancer and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. More that one-third of the samples came from bottles labeled “formaldehyde-free,” yet the formaldehyde content of even these samples ranged from 6.3 percent to 10.6 percent.78 After its own investigation, Health Canada issued a strong recommendation that “stylists who use Brazilian Blowout treatments should immediately stop using the affected products.”79

But perhaps the most hair-raising warning comes from Deirdre Imus, founder and president of the Imus Environmental Health Center at Hackensack University: “Listen ladies: The gas-like masks offered to customers and worn by your stylists should be a big tip-off that something about this product is probably not good for you and certainly not good for children.”80

breakfast cereals. See: acrylamide; aspartame; granola bars; high fructose corn syrup (HFCS); and vitamin A supplements.

breast milk, decreased ability to produce. See: french fries.

broken toes. See: flip-flops.

brominated flame retardants. See: salmon, farmed.

[image: logo]

brown rice. Health food adherents suffered a rude shock in 2007 when Andrew Meharg, Ph.D., the chair of biogeochemistry at the University of Aberdeen in Scotland, announced that he had discovered potentially dangerous levels of arsenic in brown rice, which has long been the iconic staple of the macrobiotic diet.81 Arsenic, of course, is famously poisonous, and it’s also a known carcinogen. According to Dr. Meharg, rice absorbs considerably more of the deadly toxin than most other crops do because the water used to flood rice paddies is able to “mobilize” arsenic that occurs naturally in the soil, or that has collected there because of pesticide contamination, or as a result of runoff from industrial and mining sites.

Why is brown rice more dangerous than, say, the white rice or “polished rice” that is consumed in so much of the world? Because, Dr. Meharg explains, the outer grain, where much of the arsenic he found in the tainted rice was “localized,” is removed in the manufacture of white rice, but in brown rice, it remains in place. (Ironically, it’s the fiber and nutrients concentrated in the outer grain that established “brown rice” as a macrobiotic favorite in the first place.) Perhaps most disturbing of all, says Dr. Meharg, is the fact that arsenic is a “non-threshold carcinogen,” which means that exposure to any amount of the poisonous element, no matter how small, poses a health risk.82 In a recent interview, Professor Meharg assured the Daily Mail that he “does not let his children eat the suspect rice,” and he suggested “other consumers might take the same decision.”83
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brownstones. Brownstones are thought by many to be among the sturdiest, and therefore the safest, structures in which one can live. Before choosing to inhabit such buildings, however, readers would be wise to heed the advice of geophysicist Mary Lou Zoback, who serves as vice president of earthquake risk applications for Risk Management Solutions, Inc., in Newark, California. The brownstones in many urban areas were built without earthquakes in mind, Zoback cautions. “They crumble well,” she points out.84
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brushing your teeth after meals. Did your parents, or, perhaps, your dentist, teach you that you should always brush your teeth after meals? If you’ve followed this advice throughout your life, Dr. Phil Stemmer, B.D.S., the founder and clinical director of London’s Fresh Breath Centre, has some bad news for you: You may have done irreparable damage to the enamel of your teeth. In fact, he warns, it’s absolutely essential that you not brush until at least an hour after eating “because the food acids and sugars temporarily weaken the protective enamel on the teeth. If you clean your teeth too soon, you are actually brushing away at the enamel before it hardens again.” The best routine? “Brush your teeth before meals,” Dr. Stemmer advises, “and then freshen up after eating using an alcohol-free mouthwash.”85

bubble nucleation. See: vacuum metastability event.

bunions. See: high-heel shoes.

butter. See: dairy products.


C

cabbage. See: leafy green vegetables.

cabs, taxi. See: bedbugs.
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caffeine. The caffeine found in coffee and tea, and also in cola and energy drinks, may help wake you up in the morning or give you an occasional shot of needed energy, but, according to Livestrong.com, the health and fitness website operated by the Lance Armstrong Foundation, “it can also pose dangerous risks.” For example, people who drink coffee regularly generally register higher blood pressure readings than those who do not; indeed, Sheldon G. Sheps, M.D., a hypertension specialist at the Mayo Clinic, says the amount of caffeine found in just two to three cups of coffee can raise a person’s systolic pressure (the top number in a blood pressure reading) as much as 14 millimeters of mercury (mm Hg) and diastolic pressure (the bottom number) as much as 13 mm Hg. Such increases, Sheps cautions, can prove particularly dangerous for folks who already have high blood pressure or heart-related diseases. In addition, Livestrong informs us, research reports indicate that caffeine, when ingested in sufficient quantities, “may cause the body to rid itself of calcium—a nutrient vital in supporting bone strength.” For example, a study of elderly women with calcium deficiencies, published in the Journal of Bones and Mineral Research in 2009, found that those who consumed caffeine frequently exhibited significantly greater instances of osteoporosis and bone fractures than women who did not.

Furthermore, warns Roland R. Griffiths, Ph.D., a behavioral pharmacology expert at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, the basic mechanisms that cause people to become dependent upon caffeine are similar to classic drug addiction. As a result, he says, people who routinely ingest caffeine may experience withdrawal symptoms if, say, their morning coffee is delayed or missed. “Symptoms of caffeine withdrawal,” Livestrong notes, “include headache, lethargy, foggy thinking, depressed or irritable mood, and even nausea or vomiting.”1 In sum, if you use caffeine habitually, it’s probably past time for you to “wake up and smell the coffee.” See also: coffee; tea, a nice hot cup of.

[image: logo]

cake, piece of. Using the descriptive term a piece of cake to characterize the degree of difficulty of any given task is definitely a half-baked proposition. Virtually all cakes are made of wheat flour, a fairly benign-seeming farinaceous product that harbors two unrelated, but equally grave, latent dangers. The first of these lurking menaces is the potential for enormous dust explosions precipitated by random sparks in airborne clouds of the finely ground cereal grains, like the spontaneous combustion event in the historic Great Mill Disaster of May 2, 1878, that leveled the Washburn “A” Mill in Minneapolis, causing the immediate deaths of fourteen millworkers and igniting a conflagration that killed four more people and destroyed five other nearby mills.2 The second hidden peril is celiac disease, an inherited form of wheat-gluten intolerance affecting many individuals with Northern European ancestry that transforms that scrumptious dessert item into a slow-acting but potentially deadly poison. As noted by the Mayo Clinic, “celiac disease can cause abdominal pain and diarrhea. Eventually the decreased absorption of nutrients (malabsorption) that occurs with celiac disease can cause vitamin deficiencies that deprive your brain, peripheral nervous system, bones, liver, and other organs of vital nutrients.” In extreme cases, celiac disease can also lead to “loss of bone density (osteoporosis) . . . several forms of cancer, including intestinal lymphoma and bowel cancer . . . as well as seizures and a form of nerve damage known as peripheral neuropathy.”3
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California superstorm. As if earthquakes weren’t enough of a threat to the nation’s largest, richest, and, meteorologically speaking, most temperate state, recent improvements in weather satellite imagery have made it possible for scientists to spot telltale high-altitude wind currents that indicate the presence of “atmospheric rivers”—giant streams of moisture-laden air that flow in from the tropical Pacific Ocean and onto the California coast. These immense weather systems can exceed two hundred miles in width and two thousand miles in length and have the potential to deliver torrential downpours of up to ten feet of rain over much of central California in a period of just a few weeks. A deluge of this magnitude actually occurred in the winter of 1861–1862, and it dumped enough rain on the Central Valley in forty-five days to flood vast tracts of the state from Sacramento to Bakersfield, a stretch of land some three hundred miles long and twenty miles wide. Marcia K. McNutt of the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) notes that the inundation basically turned “the Sacramento Valley into an inland sea, forcing the state capital to be moved from Sacramento to San Francisco for a time, and requiring Governor Leland Stanford to take a rowboat to his inauguration.”

According to a study conducted by a team of scientists from the USGS, FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management Agency), and CalEMA (its state counterpart), if a “superstorm” of the same magnitude were to hit modern-day California, it would bring a volume of water equivalent to fifty Mississippi Rivers in a period of about four weeks. The entire coastal region from north of San Francisco all the way to San Diego would suffer property losses in excess of $400 billion, one in four houses in the state could experience some flood damage, widespread landslides and mudslides would severely damage the highway network, and the state would have to absorb at least another $325 billion in lost agricultural and tourist business revenue.4 “We think this event happens once every 100 to 200 years or so,” says Lucy Jones, chief scientist of the U.S. Geological Survey’s Survey of Multi-Hazards Demonstration Project, “which puts it in the same category as our big San Andreas earthquakes.” But a tempest of the biblical proportions and duration envisioned in the study (which its authors aptly dubbed an “ARkStorm,” short for “Atmospheric River k = 1000”) would have a total cost “nearly three times the loss deemed to be realistic for a severe southern California earthquake, an event with roughly the same annual occurrence probability.”5
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